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Understanding international students’ academic challenges in taught master’s degree courses in Education Studies: perceptions of the programme team in a Welsh non-Russell Group university.

Introduction 

UK is one of the most popular destinations for international students to pursue their studies. International students are great assets to universities as they not only bring diversity, global culture and perspectives to UK campuses (Bolton, Lewis and Gower, 2024), their tuition fees are one of the most important sources of income for UK universities: based on a report by Universities UK (2023), 37% of  teaching income in 2021-22 came from non-EU fees, and 4.2% of which were from EU based students. At the postgraduate level, international students are particularly important to the UK, as they consistent of 53% of the student body at the master’s level (House, 2020). Having said this, surprisingly, taught postgraduate (PGT) students are described as the ‘often overlooked’ cohort by Coneyworth, L. et al. (2020, p.262).

Within the existing studies on PGT students, many focused on international students, with research on the success factors influencing international PGT students’ adjustments to their studies (Young et al., 2013), transition from undergraduate to PGT studies (Evans et al., 2018; Zhang, Fuller and Elliot, 2024), academic learning experiences (Liand Shen, 2025) and so on. Within the even fewer studies on the perspectives of lecturers and the programme teams, Macleod, Barnes and Huttly (2019) focused on the views and experiences of members of staff, who teach and manage the PGT programmes, and their understanding of the challenges faced by their students. They identified a gap between students’ preparedness for their studies, the sector’s expectations, staff’s expectations and institutional factors such as lack of capacity for targeted support for PGT students. Coneyworth et al. (2020), on the other hand, focused on their support programme for both home and international PGT students. These are some examples of the existing studies on PGT academic staff, however, these available studies are mainly focused on Russell-Group universities in England and Scotland.

Based on the research done in previous assignments, Wales has benefitted from international students, it has seen the greatest increase in international students amongst the four nations in the UK from 2017/18 to 2021/22, and the majority of these international students went to non-Russell Group Welsh universities. However, there was scant research on international students studying in Wales and even fewer focused on PGT programmes in non-Russell Group Welsh universities. With the recent fast increase in the number of international students in these universities, research on academic staff’s understanding of the challenges and barriers that their international students faced is needed, as despite that experiences can be drawn on existing research, the Welsh non-Russell Group context can be very different.

As a member of the PGT Education Studies programme team in a non-Russell Group university in Wales, it is particularly important for me to understand the sector, institutional and programme level’s expectations of the students, and how the programme team sees the challenges and barriers that our existing international students have, so that we can better design our course and provide additional support to help them achieve their fullest potential and get the most out of the programme in a very intensive 12-month period. And this research is designed for this purpose.

[bookmark: _Hlk196764395]This research sets three research questions:
1. What are the general expectations of PGT students in an Education Studies degree?
2. According to the PGT Education Studies programme team in the given Welsh non-Russell Group university, what are the challenges and barriers that their international students face?
3. According to the programme team, what additional support do international students need in order to overcome the challenges and barriers and meet the postgraduate-level expectations.

The purpose of this study is to provide a perspective from a Welsh non-Russell Group university on the perceived challenges and barriers faced by staff regarding international students in the PGT Education Studies degree course, it aims to 1) fill the research gap (that there are fewer studies focusing the PGT programme team’s perspective, as well as the lack of research in the Welsh non-Russell Group context) identified in the introduction, and 2) lay the first step for future research which will aim at bridging the academic gaps of international students studying the PGT Education Studies programme. To fulfil this purpose, this research sets the first research questions to understand the institutional and sector-wide expectations of PGT students. The institutional and sector-wide expectation are important guidance for the programme team, as these standards have to be met to ensure the quality of the preprogramme. It is important for understand these standards and guidelines through document analysis before approaching the programme team, as it provides a solid foundation to understand how the programme team interpret and understand the official documents, and what professional insights they gained from day-to-day interactions with their international students, and in what ways these experiences influences their understanding of the expectations and the challenges and barriers faced by international students and possible strategies for support.
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                                         Figure 1
The relationship  between the research questions can be seen in the Figure 1 above. 

To answer the research questions, this research sets the following aims:
1. Clarify expectations of PGT students in the higher education sector.
2. Understand the institutional expectations of PGT international students at the chosen Welsh non-Russell Group university.
3. Understand academic challenges and barriers of international students, who are enrolling on an MA Education Studies programme, at the chosen university from the programme team’s perspective, and additional support needed to help them succeed.

To achieve the above aims, the research sets the following objectives:
1. Through document analysis (of the Quality Assurance Agency’s (QAA) documents), understand the sector-wide expectations of postgraduate students.
2. Through document analysis (of the chosen university’s policy documents and MA Education Studies programme document), understand the programme team’s and their university’s expectations of their PGT students.
3. Through individual interviews and a heuristic approach, understand the academic challenges and barriers that their international students are facing, and additional support that they would need to help them succeed at their studies.

Research paradigm

A piece of meaningful educational research would facilitate the in-depth understanding of a phenomena and ultimately creates new knowledge, this understanding and construction of new knowledge is inseparable from the methodology of a inquiry, which is informed by paradigms. Paradigms according to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) citing Kuhn (1977) are ways to look at world, they set different assumptions about the way the world works and how one can understand it; they are ways to pursue knowledge, and set what kinds of problems can be investigated and how to investigate them, as well as how the understand and solution is more acceptable than others (p. 38). This is echoed by Humphreys (2013), who suggested that paradigms the philosophy of science, which ‘explicitly address the assumptions around being, knowing and valuing which are implicitly embedded in the practice of science’ (p. 4). In the field of social sciences such as education, reality is rarely understood as being purely objective and can exist independently of individuals (like in natural sciences). My research topic involves an understanding of official documents and the programme team, which is laden with value, perspectives and different understandings of what is important, thus it fits the post-positivist paradigm of interpretivism. According to Humphreys (2013) the ontology of an interpretivist paradigm posits that human beings and the world around them are inter-related, that the world is made sense of based on individuals’ ‘humanity’, which varies in perspectives. Cohen, Manion an Morrison (2018) adds that interpretivist paradigm set out to investigate ‘the subjective world of human experience’ and individuals’ understanding of the world around them (p.50), which suggested that the epistemologically speaking, interpretivism suggests that knowledge is grounded in individual’s experiences, it is subjective and shaped by the environment the individual was influenced in (Hiller, 2016). Based on the above discuss, the interpretivist paradigm would fit with my research topic: the understanding of international students’ challenges and barriers from the programme team’s perspective is to understand the participants’ subjective views on the matter of investigation. Despite that the document analysis would include policy and guidelines papers and programme handbooks, the understanding of which is still subjective to the people who read it, including the programme team. For the above reasons, this research will adopt an interpretivist paradigm as the guiding philosophical framework and will be qualitative in nature.
 
Research methodology 

When it comes to terminologies used by different scholars, the term ‘methodology’ can be a confusing one. According to The Research Onion by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2016), qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods are methodological choices, yet, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) does not categorise ‘qualitative’ as a specific methodology, instead, there are methodologies within an qualitative research which can include case studies, phenomenology, ethnography and so on. On the other hand, Brown (2006) suggested that ‘methodology is the philosophical framework within which the research is conducted or the foundation upon which the research is based’, yet other people would use paradigms to suggest the chosen research philosophy(ies). To avoid confusion. This piece of work will use Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2016)’s terminologies to discuss the methodological design and strategies adopted for this study.

Base on the interpretivist paradigm adopted for this research, the research will be qualitative in nature and adopts a case study as the research strategy. to the research questions, aims and objectives. Qualitative research, as Hammersley (2013) highlighted, emphasise the key role of subjectivity in the research process and use verbal forms of approach to study a case in details. Gonzales et al. (2008) adds that it enabled an ‘in-depth, intricate and detailed understanding of meaning, actions, non-observable as well as observable phenomena, attitudes, intentions and behaviours (p.3, cited by Cohan, Manion and Morrison, 2018, p. 346). However, it’s looseness in nature could affect its validity and justifiability, thus, as Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) highlighted, qualitative studies ‘have to be weighted, downgraded, upgraded or excluded according to the quality of the evidence and sampling that they contain (p. 346), they also highlighted the context is at the heart of a qualitative research, thus one needs to weigh all the above factors and carefully design the study to ensure that the research maintains its validity as well as its essence.

To answer my research question 1, detailed understanding of the policy and guidelines documents are needed, the nature of this strategy is qualitative, as it is related to interpreting the words in detailed to gain in-depth and nuanced understanding of the institutional and sector-wide expectations of PGT students in general (as despite whether the students are international or not, they expectations of the postgraduate level are the same). Despite parameters can be set to allow this analysis to be quantitative, due to the nature of the discipline, the qualitative approach to the document analysis will enable the research to focus on abilities and skills gained through the programme which is hard to quantify. The same reason would apply to research questions two and three, as they focus on the programme teams’ perspectives, which is subjective in nature, thus quantitative approach would not be suitable. As it can be seen from the above reasons, this study is suitable to purely qualitative.

Ethical considerations

It is impossible for any research to be free from risks, thus thorough ethical considerations are necessary for this study. This research is a partial document analysis and partial empirical study, it involves the MA Education Studies’ programme handbook which is not in the public domain, and the empirical part of the study involves participants and the researcher herself, thus careful considerations of the risks related to the researcher, the participants, the chosen university will need to be done. This research will make sure to follow BERA (2024) ethical guidelines and relevant UWTSD (2021) ethical guidelines and GDPR policy documents to ensure that the potential risks are thoroughly considered and best mitigated.

Detailed ethical considerations on this research are presented in the ethics form assignment, thus will not be repeated here. However, one point is worth reconsideration here, as it is missed out in the ethics form. As indicated in objective 3 that individual interviews and a heuristic approach will be used, this is because of the fact that the researcher is also a member of the chosen PGT Education Studies programme team, who will also participate in the research. This imposes risks to confidentiality and anonymity of the other participants, who are colleagues with the researcher working on the same programme. Despite using pseudonyms for the other participants, people may still be able to identify the names of the other participants through knowing the name of the researcher. This will also make anonymity of the chosen university difficult, as the researcher is a member of staff of the chosen university. To mitigate this, the researcher will inform the participants and university regarding this risk, permissions will be sought before data collection. If by any chance permissions are not granted, the researcher will include staff from other universities to minimise the risks related to confidentiality and anonymity.

Sampling strategy

This study will use non-probability purposive sampling strategies and the sample size is three, as this is the size of the programme team. Purposive sampling, according to Cohen, Manion, Morrsion (2018) allows researchers to select their participants base on whether they fit the characteristics and representativeness of the sample required for the research. For this study, the researcher aims to study the programme team of the a Welsh non-Russell group university that the researcher works at, thus purposive sampling fits the purpose of the research. Having said this, if the researcher was not grant permission to carry out the research due to confidentiality and anonymity concerns, purposive sampling will be used to include more participants in Welsh non-Russell Group universities who teach PGT Education Studies programmes. Purposive sampling fits the researcher’s needs of conducting a case study, and this research does not intend to provide generalised data as the sample is selective and will be biased.

Methods of data collection and analysis

To fulfil the purpose of this study, the researcher will use three methods to collect data: document analysis will be used to collect secondary data on official documents; individual interviews will be used to collect empirical data from two members of the programme team, and a heuristic approach will be use to collect empirical data from the other member of the programme team – the researcher.

Document analysis

This study will begin by conducting document analysis on 1) QAA bench mark statements and guidelines on Education Studies at the PGT level, to understand the sector-wide expectations of PGT students in Education Studies, and 2) the chosen university’s official to investigate the institutional expectations of PGT students in the chosen subject area. Document or documentary analysis, according to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) needs to consider authenticity, credibility, representativeness and (the intended and received) meaning of the text. Some potential problems related to document analysis is that the selected documents may not be produced to fit the purpose of the research and that it may contain too much information for the researcher to categorise and analysis, and important information may be lost due to the way information is categorised for analysis purposes. Initial research has already located the required guidelines and policy documents which this research will investigate on, they will be from QAA and the chosen university, thus authenticity, credibility, representativeness can all be satisfied. The difficult may lie in the meaning category, as policy documents are subject to interpretations. Thus, this will be triangulated through interviews with the programme team.

After the document analysis, interview questions will be constructed. The interview questions will be divided into three parts, part one focuses on the programme team’s expectations of their students; part two seeks to understand their perceived challenges and barriers of their international students, and part three explores their strategies to support international students to overcome these challenges and barriers.

Heuristic approach

To make sure that all members of the programme team are included in this research to present a comprehensive view, a heuristic approach (also named as autoethnography) will be used to collect data from the researcher before individual interviews with other members of the programme team is conducted. The same sets of interview questions will be used for the heuristic approach to get the same sets of answers as the other participants. Heuristic inquiry is a person-centred approach, which ‘seeks to explore questions that arise from a personal experience of the researcher’ (Lumma and Weger, 2023). Despite being developed for psychological research, it is suitable for this research as the researcher is a target participant, who is personally connected and motivated to be part of the process and be able to draw on retrospective data through prompts of the interview questions. This approach allows comprehensive views of the whole programme team to be presented in equal if not finer details, however, a heuristic approach is not without weaknesses. For the this research, the researcher needs to be able to enter an immersive state to collect data from memory without distraction, and to be aware of potential bias or presumptions made as a researcher, and collect true reflections without being influenced by these biases and presumptions. This, despite being a powerful tool to collect personal lived experience of the researcher, it is difficult to minimise the bias and presumptions that a researcher may bring to the research. To reduce this risk, after the interview questions are finalised, the researcher will record the interview questions, and then leave the interview questions for a week. After a week, the researcher will set 45 minutes of uninterrupted time to listen to the recordings of the interview questions and answer them respectively. The answers will be audio recorded to allow transcription and coding.

Interviews

After data of the researcher is collected through the heuristic approach explained above, the individual interviews of the other two members of the programme team will be conducted. The reason for this sequence is to ensure that the researcher’s answers to the questions are not affected by the answers of the other two participants. The interviews will equally be 45 minutes in lengths to allow equal time for the participants to provide answers. A consent letter including the following elements will be read out to the participants to seek oral consent: procedures and purpose of the research, expected risks related to confidentiality and anonymity, benefits of participation, offer to answer questions and inform voluntary participation and the cut-off date for date withdrawal, as well as means to report findings will be read out to the participants before the interview begins. The answers of the participants will be audio recorded to allow transcription and coding for analysis. Being one of the most common methods to collect qualitative data, interviews has many benefits. According to Atkins and Wallace, 2012) it allows participants to answer a wide range of questions which enabled them to give detailed answers and to fully explain their opinions. It also allows the researcher to check whether they understand the participants’ answers correct.  However, transcribing interviews can be time consuming, and decisions on what additional emotional or non-verbal cues need to be recorded in the transcription can influence the interpretation of interview data, especially when raw data is destroyed after transcription is complete. Additionally, the detailed information recorded from interviews might make coding and analysis difficult. Regardless of these disadvantages, interviews remain a suitable tools to get opinions from the two members of the programme team.

Data analysis

Considering the purpose of this research, thematic analysis will be used for analysing selected documents and interviews transcriptions. Thematic analysis, is defined by Braun and Clarke (2006) as ‘a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within data’ (p.79), and has many benefits including flexibility, as one may identify themes (or patterns) that are emerged from data. The key is to identify whether the determined themes ‘capture’ important information in relation to the research questions. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested six-stages for thematic research, starting from familiarisation data to setting initial patterns to naming the finalised patterns before writing up. This process will help to address the disadvantage of interviews of too much information. Thematic analysis will help the researcher to determine key theme that are relevant to the research questions. Given flexibility as one of the advantages of thematic analysis, however, this is also one of its criticisms due to its lack of clear and concise guidelines (Antaki et al., 2022). Another issue with thematic analysis is that one has to be selective in the themes that they can select for their research, important information may exist in unselected themes. 

Summary

This assignment laid out the background and rationale behind the purpose of the research. Research questions, aims and objectives of the research are provided with and explanation of the chosen philosophical framework, methodology, methods of data collection, and a brief discussion of methods of data analysis.
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